The pain in my back would not go away despite weeks of self treatment. Finally, I couldn't get out of bed, so I underwent a spine computed tomography scan. This scan showed large paravertebral masses and thoracic vertebral osteomyelitis. 
Pain medication gave me some relief but often brought nausea or other ills. These medications did give me precious moments when I could forget and escape my illness. Other precious moments of escape came while reading Dave Berry's humorous stories or laughing at the cartoons of the Far Side. However, the best treatment for my physical and mental suffering came from the human kindness and concern of those who cared for me.
The gentle care and concern of my doctors and nurses comforted me. My attending doctor asked me each day about my discomfort, and he gave me enough analgesics to relieve this pain. My doctor clearly explained to me that my infection was serious, but he calmed many of my fears by answering all my questions in an honest but reassuring manner. This honest reassurance gave me hope that I would recover. Everyday my doctor asked me, "Is there anything I can do to help you feel better?" This question was a daily reminder that my physician cared for me with kindness as well as knowledge.
My nurses were similarly caring and concerned. One night a nurse recognized that I was in pain and helped relieve my back spasms with heat packs and gentle massage. A new nurse carefully placed an ice pack on a tender, inflamed IV site. Suddenly, the ice pack burst and ice and water splashed onto my lap. My icy bed linen was a shock to me, but my surprise was small compared with the horror felt by my young nurse. Her dread was relieved as I laughed and asked her if this was a new kind of treatment, "Perineal Ice Therapy." Successful or not, their efforts to identify and relieve my pain convinced me that my doctor and nurses cared for and about me.
As I return to medical practice, I wonder how I can use my new understanding and sympathy for the sick. How can my knowledge of the fears and pain of illness make me a better physician? First, I will spend time each day identifying fear and uncertainty in my ill patients. All fears will be treated with truth, hope, reassurance, and sympathy. Second, pain will be identified and responsibly treated. Painful medical procedures will be avoided unless they are essential. Any painful procedure will be done in a gentle and thoughtful manner to avoid all unnecessary discomfort. Third, I will understand the turmoil of emotions, distress, and irrationality common in ill patients. Finally, I will always be mindful of Francis Weld Peabody's wisdom, "The secret of caring for the patient is caring for the patient." For a caring physician can best relieve the fears and pain of disease and calm the distress of illness. These efforts will demand extra time and energy each day of my practice. Such is the price of an understanding and sympathy for the sick. 
